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President Armando Calderon Sol's administration hurriedly pushed an emergency crime bill
through the legislature after two eastern departments shut down business activity for a day to
protest rampant crime. The new crime law and other recent measures taken by public security
agencies to confront the rising crime rate appear to have wide support. Nevertheless, some critics
say the bill does not reach the root causes of crime and threatens to militarize the problem by
using the army in a police capacity. In mid-February, the attorney general's office reported that
the number of homicides in 1995 was 7,877, down 13% over the previous year but still reaching an
average of 21 murders every day. The number of people hurt in assaults jumped from 6,443 in 1994
to 15,000 last year.
Police statistics show that 30 vehicles are reported stolen every day, many of them luxury cars that
are sold outside the country in a vast international operation. Jorge Figeac, head of the attorney
general's penal department, termed the crime statistics "alarming" and said that assaults are
increasingly bloody and dangerous. Of particular concern are the organized attacks by heavily
armed bands in smaller towns and rural areas. Much of the crime takes the form of kidnappings and
extortion. Spokespersons for the citizen's anti-crime committee (Comite Pro Defensa) in the eastern
department of Usulutan said that commonly the extortionists slip their written demands under the
victim's door and follow up with threatening telephone calls. The amounts extorted range from US
$600 to US$1000, payable in a lump sum or in installments.
The crime wave may also be having a broad economic effect. The vice minister of economy, Rolando
Alvarenga, said that crime could adversely affect foreign investment. Ramon Aparicio, an Usulutan
businessman, said that crime has become the main obstacle to economic development in the
department as businesses leave and prospective investors look elsewhere. The public security
and justice systems have been under increasing criticism since the end of the civil war in 1992 for
failure to curb crime. The PNC has never been able to establish itself as a thoroughly credible public
security force since the 1992 peace accords set it up to replace the existing and discredited police
forces (see NotiSur, 01/06/95). Since then, the PNC has been plagued with a shortage of trained
officers, internal disorder, and recently, a six-month political squabble that delayed the appointment
of top PNC officials (see NotiSur, 12/01/95).
A report issued in October by the UN Observer Mission (MINUSAL) called the administration's
attention to numerous complaints about the PNC's poor performance, but the administration's
initial response was to dismiss the report as foreign interference in domestic affairs (see NotiSur,
11/10/95). The courts have also come under heavy fire. According to the president of the National
Judiciary Council (El Consejo Nacional de la Judicatura, CNJ), the justice system is "very weak." In
February, the CNJ recommended the removal of 11 judges from their posts and the sanctioning of 30
more for "inexcusable ignorance of the law" and other failings. The CNJ report went to the Supreme
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Court, which will make the final decision on the recommendations. Since the process of cleaning
up the judiciary began in December 1994, 40 judges have been removed from the bench on various
charges ranging from incompetence to corruption. Disorder in the security and juridical apparatus
and the mingling of political concerns with public security was highlighted in January when a court
released several mayors whom the PNC had arrested on highly publicized corruption charges (see
NotiSur 02/23/96).
The dismissal of charges against the mayors left the impression that either the police were
incompetent or the court was extending impunity to elected officials. The government has taken
several steps to resolve the crime problem, which is especially serious in rural areas. Last year,
3,000 soldiers and police were sent into the countryside to patrol rural roads and isolated areas in
what was billed as the Plan Guardian. But opposition political parties and human rights advocates
attacked the plan as militarizing law enforcement and argued that the army should stick to national
defense. By law, the military is permitted to exercise police functions only under special orders from
the president. In January, Public Security Minister Hugo Barrera announced the inauguration of
Plan 2000. This plan was developed under orders from President Calderon Sol, said Barrera, and will
be carried out regardless of the social or economic position of the criminals.
"The battle against organized crime will be intensified," and the criminals will receive the full
weight of the law, he said. Essentially, Plan 2000, like other crackdown efforts, concentrates on
improved police procedures and sporadic police saturation of areas where armed bands operate.
Also during January, the government set up a special Council on Public Security (Consejo de
Seguridad Publica) to respond to the numerous suggestions for improved law enforcement
contained in the October MINUSAL report. The Council acts as a consultative and advisory body
to the president on public security matters, proposes reforms of public security laws, and advises
the president on the use of the military for internal security. The members of the Council are writer
and former member of the peace negotiating commission David Escobar Galindo, businessman Luis
Cardenal, former FMLN guerilla leader Salvador Samayoa, and lawyer Mario Luis Velas.
Another longer-term anti-crime measure recently inaugurated is the Police Career Law, designed
to increase the professionalism of the PNC. There have also been structural changes in the legal
and judicial systems intended to reduce crime. One is an agreement made in December by which
the human rights ombudsman will coordinate efforts to resolve complaints about police abuses,
and another is an effort to deepen the reforms in the court system, especially the removal of corrupt
judges and magistrates.
Since the case against the mayors collapsed because of an apparent lack of coordination between
the PNC and the attorney general's office, officials of both institutions met to improve coordination
and avoid procedural errors that might invalidate future prosecutions. "We can no longer permit the
courts...to set criminals free," said Barrera. In addition, in February, the ministers of public security
and education announced a joint strategy against student gang-related violence, which includes the
creation of a juvenile unit within the PNC, increased preventive measures, identification of schools
with the most potential for violence, random searches for weapons in schools, and motivational
programs to deter youth crime. But none of the steps taken so far seems to have made a dent in the
crime statistics.
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Explanations of the cause of the crime wave vary, but the commonly cited factors are an abundance
of weapons, too few police officers, unemployment, and "a culture of violence." Many public
security officials believe that the main problem is the huge number of military weapons left over
from the civil war. MINUSAL calculates that there are 300,000 such weapons in the country, most of
them in the hands of people who are accustomed to using them. Other officials stress the shortage
of police officers. They say the country needs 20,000 officers to do the job adequately, but at present
the PNC has only 10,500. Still other explanations focus on poverty and high rates of unemployment.
Much of the violence has been attributed to demobilized soldiers and former guerrilla fighters who
have not found employment and a place in civilian life. In an analysis of the crime phenomenon,
Proceso, a publication of the Universidad Centroamericana (UCA), broadened the explanation
to include corrupt or indifferent judges and political authorities who contribute to "a culture of
violence."
"Those who murder an entire family are no more violent than the official who becomes corrupted
by money or simply by apathy toward the democratic process," said the analysis. In a dramatic
demonstration of concern for the crime problem, on March 14, businesses and farmers organized a
one- day stoppage of all public activities in the departments of Usulutan and San Miguel. Usulutan
is called the granary of El Salvador, but it is also considered one of the areas most afflicted by
organized bands of criminals. The 350 PNC agents assigned to the department's 23 municipal seats
are not considered enough to provide adequate security. Pedro Martinez, a member of Comite Pro
Defensa, which organized the shutdown in Usulutan, said that for more than a month, the crime
problem had worsened, forcing the inhabitants to organize. He claimed the protest action had the
backing of over 80% of the people in the department.
"What we are urging is security, and we don't care if it's the army that provides it because we are
fed up with this situation," said a local farmer. An Usulutan businessman said that there is more
insecurity in the cities now than during the civil war. "Everyone here is fed up with the indifference
with which the government has responded to this problem," he said. Government reaction to the
shutdown seemed negative at first. Barrera and PNC director Rodrigo Avila quickly travelled to
Usulutan on March 9, where Barrera warned against anyone taking the law into their own hands.
The warning responded to veiled threats by local residents of possible vigilante action. In a paid
advertisement in San Salvador newspapers, a group of farmers from the region asked the president
to crack down on crime or "we could feel ourselves trapped and we don't know what measures we
might take." But Barrera also announced bold governmental action. "Next week, at the latest, a plan
to combat crime in Usulutan will be put into effect, which will include the intensification of police
operations and the deployment of specialized investigation units in the eastern region," he said.
On March 13, one day before the shutdown, the president called an emergency meeting of high
government officials. At the meeting were Supreme Court president Jose Domingo Mendez,
Legislative Assembly president Gloria Salguero, Attorney General Romeo Melara, and human rights
ombudsman Victoria Marina de Aviles. Also present were Interior Minister Mario Acosta Oertel,
Security Minister Barrera, and PNC director Avila. Billed as a meeting to create a "united front"
against criminal activity, the group was charged with developing "a national policy against crime."
Within five days the group proposed and the Assembly passed an emergency crime bill (Ley de
Emergency contra la Delincuencia).
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The new law is a set of temporary measures to remain in effect for two years and it is described as
"the most drastic law against crime that will stop criminals from laughing at justice." Assembly
president Salguero, of the governing Alianza Republicana Nacionalista (ARENA), said the law
was a "resounding rejection" of crime. Calderon Sol called the law "historic," and the members of
the organizing committee in Usulutan thanked the government for its response, but went ahead
with the shutdown as planned. Still, many opposition deputies voted against the bill, including the
deputies from the Farabundo Marti para la Liberacion Nacional (FMLN).
FMLN legislative leader Gerson Martinez said the bill will not do what its backers say it will if strong
action is not taken against state corruption. Judges, lawyers, and government officials are linked
to organized crime, he charged. FMLN deputies warned that their party would file suit with the
Supreme Court charging that the new law is unconstitutional. Other opposition legislators argued
for more crime prevention and less reliance on heavier sentences and greater police powers. Among
other things, the new law sets a limit of eight days within which judges must hand down a sentence
for certain types of convictions. It strengthens police authority to search suspects, and mandates
heavier penalties for serious offenses such as homicide, rape, kidnapping, extortion, and corruption.
The law also provides that youth between the ages of 14 and 18 who are charged with serious crimes
be tried as adults.
The Assembly is studying additional anti-crime bills for later debate. An UCA report criticized
the proposed use of the military in police operations. "Weapons of war and the unlimited use
of force only increase violence, because at the root of criminal behavior is the permissiveness of
society, impunity, and generalized poverty," read the UCA report. While the national debate on
crime and prevention continued, the leaders of the shutdown announced that a second protest
shutdown would be held in 30 days this time for two days instead of one if government authorities
do not follow through on the special security measures authorized by the new law. (Sources: Reuter,
01/06/96; Central American Update, 01/16-01/31/96; Proceso, 02/07/96; Inter Press Service, 03/11/96;
Agence France-Presse, 01/09/96, 01/15/96, 02/12/96, 02/13/96, 03/06/96, 03/14/96, 03/18/96, 03/19/96;
Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias Spanish News Service, 01/05/96, 02/12/96, 02/14/96, 03/13/96,
03/19/96)
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